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Abstract 
This article employs a feminist perspective to interrogate the concept of 
motherhood and the expectations of mothers in selected Athenian and 
Akan plays. The plays of the two distinct communities and eras (Athenian 
and Ghanaian; classical and contemporary) are assessed to appreciate what 
is distinct and shared, as well as what is static and changing between the 
two communities and eras, in the representation and perception of women. 
Issues of stigmatisation of childless women and the expectation of mothers in 
Athenian and Akan societies are analysed through the lens of the plays. This 
enables an appreciation of the two communities regarding their treatment 
of women as mothers. Two plays by Euripides: Alcestis (438 B.C.) and 
Medea (431 B.C.); and two Ghanaian ones, Edufa (1979) by Efua Sutherland 
and Anowa (1970) by Ama Ata Aidoo are subjected to a literary analysis 
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focusing on the representation of motherhood in both societies.  The study 
reveals that mothers’ expectations, societal pressures, the stigmatisation of 
barrenness, and the roles of women and mothers are largely similar in the 
plays from both societies. We also argue that while motherhood is essential to 
every community, it goes beyond the physical bearing of children. Childless 
women, too, practice motherhood. One of the roles of art is to challenge the 
narrative and stigmatisation of childless women who yet practice other forms 
of ‘motherhood’.

Keywords: childlessness, feminism, motherhood, plays, representation

1. Introduction 
Traditional construction of motherhood in many societies, like 
that of ancient Greek and Akan, encompasses the biological 
role of reproduction, and responsibilities and cultural 
expectations like nurturing, caring and raising children. In this 
sense, motherhood is all about children and every woman in 
these communities is expected and encouraged to reproduce 
to express her womanhood to the full (Ngcobo, 2007). Mbiti 
(1970) also observes that in some African societies, marriage is 
not considered fully consummated or recognized until the wife 
has given birth. Christie Achebe (1981) adds that a woman’s 
“fulfi lment as a human being is measured by the number of 
children (especially males) she has and how well they achieve” 
(p. 7). These African traditional thoughts make childlessness a 
misfortune for the woman.
 However, we argue that motherhood goes beyond 
reproduction and nurturing (Steady, 2011; Oyěwùmí, 2016). 
Ngcobo (2007) and Emecheta (2007) affi  rm that African 
motherhood combines the roles of the mother and father to 
bring up responsible children because the mother loves, protects 
and counsels, and she is a disciplinarian as well. To them, the 
mother serves as the nurse, economist, and diplomat. Nnaemeka 
(1997) adds that in African cultures, the mother is not only a 
biological functionary but a social agent, community builder, 
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and negotiator of power. Her concept of Nego-feminism1 does 
not see motherhood as a trap, but as a station where power 
can be negotiated, especially within patriarchal structures 
(Nnaemeka, 1997). Similarly, Oyěwùmí (2016) argues that in 
Yoruba society, motherhood is not a gendered identity but a 
functional, relational role tied to seniority and status, not sex. 
She critiques how colonial and traditional Western discourses 
have equated womanhood with motherhood and argues that in 
Yoruba and other African epistemologies, motherhood is often 
about social responsibility, not just reproductive capacity. This 
view is in line with that of Steady (2011) for whom motherhood 
is a symbol of strength and continuity, not confi nement; and it is 
intertwined with leadership, spirituality, and resilience. Steady 
(2011) endorses the view that African womanhood includes 
motherhood as part of a larger, dignifi ed role in society and an 
important motivating quality for leadership. She acknowledges 
the communal and matrilineal traditions where mothers often 
hold economic and spiritual authority. These views move 
motherhood from a biological standpoint to an exercise of a 
communal and political agency in which a mother is not defi ned 
by reproductive abilities alone but by her community leadership 
roles as well.  This defi nition encompasses all women, including 
childless ones. Due to these, African feminists like Oyěwùmí 
(2016), Ogundipe-Leslie (2007), Nnaemeka (1997), among 
others, respect women’s roles as biological mothers but also 
question obligatory motherhood where a woman’s worth is tied 
to childbirth.
 In the traditional Athenian and Akan societies in which 
the selected plays were set, motherhood was the primary goal 
of women to ensure continuity of the family, and marriages 
์ Nnaemeka Obioma considers her concept, Negofeminism, as the feminism of negotiation, 
dialogue and compromise rather than confrontation. Negofeminism is one of African feminists’ 
responses to Western feminisms’ tendency to universalize gender struggles without considering 
cultural diff erences and structures. It fi nds a middle ground for women in culturally rooted 
patriarchal settings by seeking feminist possibilities within African cultural systems, advocating 
for partnership and interdependence between men and women, and focusing on collective ways 
of upliftment. It rejects individualism and Western models that may not suit African realities or 
that may destroy African cultural systems
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were mainly contracted for this reason. Classical Athens was 
patrilineal. Even though women had great social responsibility 
for producing heirs, they had little authority in the home and 
over their children. Unlike ancient Athens, precolonial Akan 
societies were matrilineal, in the sense that descent, inheritance, 
succession, and identity are traced through the mother’s line, and 
have remained relatively so to date. Similar to ancient Athens, 
women’s primary role in Akan communities was motherhood. 
While practices and ideas about women remained static 
throughout classical Greece (Pomeroy, 1975), some ‘femininity 
ideologies’ have changed in traditional Akan (and largely 
Ghanaian) communities due to coloniality and modernisation. In 
both societies, however, women are more frequently blamed for 
childlessness than men. It is worth noting also that in the Akan 
society, there is less stigmatisation against fatherless children 
due to Akan matrilineality. Like many traditional societies, 
both ancient Greek and Akan societies were often unwilling to 
accept women’s childlessness, regardless of whether the cause 
originated from the woman or not. As such, many women lived 
mainly to fulfi l this social responsibility.
 This article takes a critical look at the representation of 
motherhood in selected ancient Greek and contemporary Akan 
plays to reveal the recurring narrative patterns across cultural 
contexts. The comparison aims to demonstrate that despite the 
historical and cultural distance between the two traditions, the 
narratives display a continuity of persistent stereotypes and 
discourses surrounding motherhood. The study also reveals 
cross-cultural representations of motherhood by placing classical 
and indigenous African worldviews in dialogue without forcing 
a universal model. We analyse how the selected playwrights 
expose, confi rm and/or contest the portrayal of motherhood and 
childlessness in their societies. The analysis concentrates on the 
expectations of and about women, the roles of mothers in the 
patrilineal Athenian (Greek)2 and matrilineal Akan (Ghanaian) 
2  Among Greek city-states were Athens, Sparta, Corinth, Thebes, Argos, Syracuse, Aegina, 
Rhodes among others. Due to Athens’ intellectual pursuit, many of the ancient Greek writers 
were Athenians or lived in Athens. Despite this, comparatively, the treatment of women in 
Athens was among the worst in Greece (Pomeroy, 1975).
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cultures and the stigmatisation of childless women. The Greek 
plays under study are Euripides’ Alcestis, and Medea. With regard 
to the Akan ones, we refer to Anowa (Ama Ata Aidoo) and Edufa 
(Efua Sutherland). The focus on the selection of these plays is 
based fi rstly on the theme of motherhood and the perspectives 
of male and female writers. Both Akan plays, though written in 
contemporary times, are adaptations from ancient Akan legend 
and a Greek play respectively. In this respect, we consider them 
classics in their own right. The paper will analyse the contexts in 
which the plays were set and changing narratives in the cultures 
in which they are situated will be referred to where necessary.

2. Brief Synopses of the Plays
Starting with the Greek plays, Alcestis (438 B.C.) is a story 
about a woman (Alcestis) who dies in her husband’s (Admetus) 
stead. Alcestis enjoys a successful marriage until her husband 
Admetus, noble and virtuous, is infl icted with sickness that 
threatens his life.  In return for Admetus’ kindness during his 
year of servitude, the story has it that Apollo persuaded the Fates 
to allow someone else to die in his (Admetus’) stead. Admetus 
accepts the off er and asks his aged parents and other relatives to 
die for him. When they refuse, his wife, Alcestis, off ers herself. 
She dies and is buried. Soon afterwards, Heracles, having enjoyed 
the hospitality of Admetus at the time of Alcestis’ death, goes 
to rescue Alcestis from death and restores her to life. The play 
points to the role and relationship between parents and children, 
and ‘good’ women’s readiness to sacrifi ce themselves for family. 
Medea  (431 B.C.) has features of romance, betrayals, acts of 
murder, revenge and passion, which overwhelm reason. In 
Greek mythology, Jason is the son of Aeson, the rightful king 
of Iolcus. However, his uncle, Pelias usurped power from his 
father. When he set out to reclaim his birth right, Pelias sent 
Jason on a deadly quest to retrieve the Golden Fleece, intending 
it as a death trap. The Golden Fleece was the fl eece of a magical 
golden-haired ram. It symbolized power, divine favour and 
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heroism. It was kept in Colchis under the guard of a never-
sleeping dragon. Jason returns triumphantly from Colchis with 
Medea (a Colchian princess) and the Golden Fleece. They settle 
in Corinth and for many years live happily. In an attempt to 
elevate his status, Jason marries the Corinthian princess Glauce, 
thereby betraying Medea. To punish her husband, Jason, for his 
betrayal, Medea murders her rival (Glauce) and her own two 
sons with Jason, who are successors to the house of Jason. She 
escapes punishment from Jason and the Corinthians in a fl ying 
chariot sent by her grandfather, Helios, the sun god. 
 Turning to the selected modern Akan plays, the story of 
Anowa (1970), set in mid-nineteenth century Africa, follows a 
Ghanaian legend about a disobedient daughter. Anowa violates 
tradition and marries Kofi  Ako, a suitor disapproved of by her 
parents, Badua and Osam. Anowa is an independent woman who 
is not ready to be relegated to the background in her marriage. The 
couple face childlessness, and Anowa is often blamed, perceived 
as a witch and a social rebel. While Anowa despairs of her 
childlessness, Ako becomes increasingly materialistic, seeking 
power and wealth. Anowa realizes that their childlessness may 
have resulted from Ako’s impotence as her husband might have 
traded his manhood for riches. When she confronts her husband, 
the shame of his secret being discovered makes Ako commit 
suicide. Anowa also drowns herself. 
 Edufa (1979) is actually an adaptation of Euripides’ 
Alcestis. Edufa is a materialistic and wealthy man who desires to 
enjoy wealth, long life and power as long as possible. His diviner 
reveals that death hovers over him, and someone must die in 
his stead to avoid this. As he tactfully executes his plan to fi nd 
someone to die in his stead, his wife, Ampoma, unknowingly 
reiterates her love and swears to die for him, activating the 
exchange of his life with his wife’s. As guilt consumes Edufa, he 
attempts to save his wife but refuses to confess his crime to the 
people; the only thing that can save her. Ampoma dies of illness, 
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leaving Edufa with guilt. He eventually becomes mentally 
deranged and rushes to Ampoma’s grave to ‘rescue’ her. 
 In the subsequent sections we discuss the depiction of 
motherhood in the selected plays. We examine how motherhood 
is portrayed, the social attitudes towards childlessness, especially 
the extent to which childless couples are either stigmatised or 
accepted, as well as the roles and responsibilities ascribed to 
women in the plays, highlighting how these expectations shape 
women’s identities and social standing. 

3. Motherhood and childlessness in the selected plays
Throughout Alcestis and Medea, Euripides echoes the importance 
of motherhood and the burden of childlessness on women. In 
Athens, motherhood and the reproduction of legitimate heirs to 
perpetuate the oikoi (households/family) of husbands was the 
principal duty of all women (Pomeroy, 1975; Robertson, 2018). 
In Medea, the playwright uses Medea to confi rm childbirth as a 
priority in marriages. In the agon (a verbal dispute between two 
characters) against her husband, Medea states, “to get yourself 
another wife, even after I had borne you sons! If you had still 
been childless I could have pardoned you for hankering after 
this new marriage” (Euripides, 1963, p. 31). Medea’s statement 
shows that childbirth was expected to cement a woman’s 
position in her marriage. Her statement is also affi  rmed through 
Jason’s counter-argument: “if only children could be got some 
other way, without the female sex! If women didn’t exist, 
human life would be rid of all its miseries” (Euripides, 1963, 
p. 34). Jason’s claim suggests that the purpose of womanhood 
is only for procreation. Paradoxically, it also exemplifi es men’s 
dependence on women to continue their family line. Men do 
not have uteruses to reproduce; therefore, there would be no 
children without mothers, and the continuity of societies would 
be threatened. This power the woman possesses, that would be 
complementary to that of men, is irritating to Jason, who wishes 
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to do away with the ‘evil’ woman. In this, one could implicitly 
read male envy of the female uterus, an inversion of the Freudian 
concept of ‘penis envy’3 (Freud, 1931; Minsky, 1996). 
 Child-bearing was equally an expectation in Akan 
marriages and society because matrilineal as well as patrilineal 
societies, need to sustain and extend their clans for the 
continuation of society. In Anowa, when Badua soliloquies about 
her daughter’s marriage, she adds that “a woman like her should 
bear children, many children so she can aff ord to have one or 
two die” (Aidoo, 1970, p. 72). On the one hand, Badua’s use of 
“should” supports society’s expectation of the woman, and on 
the other, shows that there is a possibility that such expectation 
may not be met. Gyekye (1998) argues that the ultimate purpose 
of marriage in an African home is to produce children4 who will 
continue the heritage and name of the family so that the family 
does not diminish or disappear.5 In Badua’s claim, we note that 
there is no limit to the number of children one can have in the 
Akan tradition. In the traditional contexts, the more children a 
woman has, the higher her esteem and praise; she earns her place 
at clan meetings and is respected by clan members. A husband’s 
family honours a woman with ten children with a ‘badu dwan’ 
(literarally ‘tenth sheep’) – they give her a sheep, a goat or a 
cow upon the birth of the tenth child (Kyei, 1992). However, this 
tradition has evolved over time. In contemporary communities, 
even in rural areas, high fertility is often viewed as a sign of 
irresponsibility, largely due to economic constraints.
 Like the Athenian woman, childbearing cements an 
Akan woman’s position in her marriage. In Anowa’s dialogue 
with her husband, she compares herself to a slave or a stranger, 
as a wayfarer and someone who does not see herself in the future 
because she has no children: 

3 In Sigmund Freud’s concept of ‘penis envy’, women are simply men without penises and as 
such when a woman realizes she doesn’t possess a penis, she experiences a sense of loss and 
envy toward the male (Freud, 1931).
4  See also Sanka, et al., (2013); Mbiti (1970); Amoo (1946).
5 See also Nyamekye, et al (2015); Sarpong (1974); Abakah & Marfo (2009).
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It would be good to have them [children]. But it seems 
I’m not woman enough. And this is another reason 
why you ought to marry another woman, so she can 
bear your children. Mm. I am only a wayfarer, with 
no belongings either here or there. (Aidoo, 1970, pp. 
96-97)

This assertion connects with the emotional and physical 
circumstances surrounding childless women in the wider Akan 
context. Infertile women in Ghana suff er many psychosocial 
consequences such as social stigma, marital instability, mental 
health problems, including worrying and crying for long periods, 
and insomnia (Laryea, 2011; Flederjohann, 2012; Osei, 2014; 
Eram, 2017).  This ‘explains’ Anowa and Ako’s suicides. With 
his reason of sacrifi cing his manhood for wealth, it is better 
for Ako to die than to face a society that values reproduction. 
However, the stigmatisation towards Anowa clearly shows that 
when a couple do not produce children, the possibility of the 
man being infertile is rarely seen as the problem.  Marriage and 
procreation in African communities are largely seen as a unity; 
and as Mbiti (1970) puts it, without procreation, that marriage is 
incomplete. Anowa sees her failure in marriage and reproduction 
as a disgrace to her womanhood, however, when Kofi  Ako 
commits suicide, Aidoo points out to her audiences that male 
infertility is also subject to stigmatisation, although the social 
stigma and psychological distress of childlessness are lower in 
men than women in these societies (Dyer, 2007; Flederjohann, 
2012; Naab & Kwashie, 2018). 
 One would expect that in an ideal world, motherhood 
would be a choice for a woman; however, it is not so in both of 
these traditional societies because they have constantly reduced 
women’s role to motherhood. As mentioned earlier, in contrast, 
African feminist thinking, like that of writers like Obioma 
Nnaemeka (1997), Oyèrónkẹ ́ Oyěwùmí (2016), Lauretta Ngcobo 
(2007), Buchi Emecheta (2007), and Chimamanda Adichie 
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(2017), respect women’s role as mothers, but it questions 
obligatory motherhood (Davies, 2007; Ngcobo, 2007). They 
propose that there should be more choices for women instead 
of imprisoning them in a fi xed social position. Women should 
be able to choose not to have children without prejudice. To cite 
Emecheta (2007): 

There should be more choices for women, certainly 
women who wish to be like Geraldine Ferraro 
should be allowed to be so … we even need more 
Margaret Thatchers.6 But those who wish to control 
and infl uence the future by giving birth and nurturing 
the young should not be looked down upon. It is not 
a degrading job. If I have my way, it would be the 
highest paid job in the world (p. 556). 

To Emecheta, society should embrace women if they desire 
to pursue a career or perform full maternal responsibilities or 
combine both like Geraldine Ferraro and Margaret Thatcher. Like 
Buchi Emecheta (2007), Flora Nwapa (1998)7 and Chimamanda 
Adichie (2017) also frown on stereotypical images about women, 
women’s lack of choice in marriage and motherhood, and the 
social oppression of ‘barren’ women. Adichie and Nwapa agree 
that women should not be defi ned by their roles in childbirth and 
marriage and that women must live outside these two domains. 
They add that women must be defi ned by their profession as 
well. To Adichie (2017), working and mothering are not mutually 
exclusive, and this has always been part of the African tradition: 
“please reject the idea that motherhood and work are mutually 
exclusive” (p. 12). But  traditionally, there is the separation of 
roles where women are considered the primary carers while men 
are considered as the breadwinners and protectors. 
6 Geraldine Ferraro was an attorney, politician, diplomat, journalist, author, and businesswoman. 
She served in the House of Representatives in the US and was the fi rst vice presidential candidate 
for the Democratic Party in the 1984 US election. Margaret Thatcher was the fi rst female and 
longest serving British Prime Minister in the 20th Century. She was also a member of parliament, 
Education Minister and leader of the Conservative Party before being elected as Prime Minister.
7  In Umeh (1995, p. 119).
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 Infertility or childlessness could be grounds for divorce 
in traditional Akan societies. However, a woman might not be 
thrown out of her husband’s house due to the fact that the Akans 
allow polygamous marriages.8 Anowa is barren and in anguish, 
and she is looked down upon and maltreated by her husband. 
Unfair treatment may also come from co-wives, stepchildren and 
in-laws. In the case of Anowa her marriage is a monogamous one 
in which the burden of sustaining the marriage and reproduction 
rests on the woman. Anowa repeatedly requests Kofi  Ako to take 
an additional wife, and she is willing to marry a woman for him. 
In an Akan polygamous home, a childless woman who remains 
in her husband’s home is expected to be treated fairly by her 
husband. 
 The need for children in Anowa, however, cannot be 
overemphasised here. Anowa is considered a witch who eats 
her children in her womb (Aidoo, 1970, p. 108). Anowa is 
against slavery and treats the slave servants in her house as if 
they were her own, and deeply empathises with their suff ering: 
“poor children, I feel like picking them up and carrying them 
on my back” (Aidoo, 1970, p.111). However, her community 
fails to acknowledge or value her nurturing nature. She is denied 
recognition by her society because she hasn’t birthed her own 
children. But in Edufa, Ampoma has kids, and is well respected. 
In many instances, a fertile woman attracts more preferential 
treatment than an infertile one because, for the Akan and largely 
for Africans, despite modern feminist thinking, childbirth is 
still the core requirement in most marriages and a necessity for 
extended families. Flora Nwapa (1998) argues, 

on this issue of barrenness … women are what they are 
because they can give life, they can procreate. So, in 
African societies, when this unique function is denied 
a woman, she is devastated … but does this handicap, 
this childlessness make a woman less woman? (p. 97) 

8 Also, if a woman is indeed barren, she could adopt one of her sister’s children as her own or 
her sister may willingly give birth for her, due to the fact that in the matrilineal system, your 
mother’s sister is your mother and not your aunt.
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Nwapa concludes that it does not. Though she celebrates 
motherhood as a source of strength, identity and fulfi lment, 
she does not dismiss independence and choice. If motherhood 
defi nes an African woman, it would be challenging to see a 
barren woman or a woman who chooses to remain childless 
as complete. It is diffi  cult in many African societies to accept 
‘voluntary childlessness’ in marriages since the joy expected of 
most couples comes from having children. 
 Like the Athenians, the fi rst point of suspicion easily 
falls on the woman in Akan communities, though medically 
the problem may come from the man (O’Neal, 1993; Sarpong, 
1974; Abakah & Marfo, 2009; Nyamekye, et al., 2015). In 
Anowa, Anowa and Kofi  Ako’s inability to reproduce resulted 
from Ako’s impotence, yet Anowa was blamed. Her society 
shuns her because she has no child and she is taunted as a witch: 
“Takoa9 is certainly telling everyone that Mistress, I mean 
mother, is swallowing the baby because she is a witch” (Aidoo, 
1970, p. 108). This also refl ects that both traditional Akan and 
Athenian societies believed in the spiritual causes of infertility, 
such as witchcraft. Accordingly, many infertile women resorted 
to traditional healing. In reality, while Athenian women off ered 
sacrifi ces to the diff erent gods in charge of fertility10, Akan 
women resort to worship centres or priests and priestesses of 
gods for a solution (De-Whyte, 2018). 
 Although traditionally, childlessness is often unthinkable 
in men and rather tends to be associated with women (Ngcobo, 
2007), children provide ‘human capital’ and social security and 
therefore, both sexes are expected to procreate: 

[the] need for children has led to the institutionalising 
of motherhood through fertility rites, taboos and 
beliefs and has acquired some religious signifi cance. 
For a man it [reproducing an heir] has become a sacred 
duty towards his whole lineage. Failure to immortalise 

9  A neighbor of Anowa
10 Such as Aphaea, Demeter, Hera, Dionysus, Eileithyia, Phanes as well as Asclepius, the god 
of health.
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the ancestors is taboo and a shame a man cannot bear 
(p. 534). 

Although it is mostly the woman who is blamed for a childless 
marriage in pre- and postcolonial Akan society (De-Whyte, 
2018), in Anowa, Aidoo, through the infertility of Kofi  Ako, 
tactfully draws attention to the fact that a man could cause 
childlessness in marriage. Badua references Ako’s lack of virility 
when she calls him a “watery male of all watery males” (Aidoo, 
1970, p.75). This is an insinuation that Ako’s manhood is weak. 
Ako commits suicide once Anowa fi nds out he is the cause and 
has exchanged his manhood for material wealth. Ako’s selfi sh 
exchange is a crime. No society in Ghana, particularly Akan, 
will endorse such an act. His impotence ultimately leads to his 
death, and his suicide, triggered by the revelation of his secret, 
affi  rms the importance African societies attach to masculinity 
and fertility. 
 Infertility is, thus, not always seen as the problem of 
the woman alone; the pressure to reproduce may equally fall 
on the man. However, in the event of failure, like in Anowa, the 
pressure is illogically laid on the woman, while the man’s failure 
often remains invisible. Like Aidoo, Euripides demonstrates 
that men could be responsible for lack of children in marriage. 
He introduces to his audience a childless King, Aegeus, who 
is desperate for a remedy to his childlessness. However, when 
Medea interrogates Aegeus about his childlessness, she throws 
in the question, “you have a wife, or not?” (Euripides, 1963, 
p. 37). This statement highlights the tendency to overlook male 
infertility as women are more inclined to attribute childlessness 
to themselves. 
 It is worth noting that the pressure on women in Akan 
precolonial societies was minimal because of the extended 
matrilineal families. As mentioned earlier, sisters or co-wives 
sometimes gave one of their children to childless wives for 
them to raise as their own. Such acts reduced the sense of loss 
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and stigmatisation and provides proof that motherhood doesn’t 
centre around birthing a child. In postcolonial nuclear families, 
infl uenced by Christianity and expectations of monogamy, such 
acts hardly exist and the need for children in monogamous 
relationships has thus increased stigmatisation of childlessness. 

4. Maternal Role and Responsibilities 
In other works like Aeschylus’ Eumenides (458B.C.), Apollo,11 
spells out the role of a woman in the life of her child:

I will tell you this; see how clearly I spell it out. The 
one who is called a child’s mother is not its parent, 
but the nurse of a new-sown seed. The one who 
mounts makes the child, and she, a stranger, protects a 
stranger’s off spring. (657-61) 

The above speech by Apollo, in defence of Orestes’12 act of 
matricide, presents the mother as a stranger to her children and 
expresses the view that children belong to their fathers (‘the one 
who mounts’) in Greek societies. Aeschylus’ speech rejects any 
bond between the mother and the child and does not recognise 
women’s struggles in childbirth. What role does the mother play 
in the life of her children? Is she just a carrier and, as such, 
not strictly related to the child, as Apollo claims? However, in 
Euripides’ representations in plays like Alcestis, Andromache, 
among others, mothers are protective of their children and 
share a special bond with them. This contests Apollo’s claim. 
Following the belief that women are more nurturing and more 
naturally attached to children than men, female characters in the 
plays are often depicted as being protective of their off spring. 
In her dialogue with her husband, Admetus, Alcestis echoes her 
concern for her children’s transition into adulthood. She pleads 
with Admetus not to bring in a stepmother who might be envious 

11 The Greek god of prophecy, archery, music, and poetry.
12 The son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, who avenged his father’s murder by killing his 
own mother.
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of their royal birth (Euripides, 1974, p. 52). The scene where 
Alcestis embraces her tearful children as they cling to her robes 
underscores her role as a mother in fostering affi  liations within 
the oikos (Kyriakou & Rengakos, 2016). Alcestis’ children 
display aff ection towards her, expressing their emptiness without 
her and helplessness in her plight.13

 Medea contrasts strongly with Alcestis. She shows little 
aff ection towards her children, mainly due to Jason’s rejection 
and betrayal of her. As described by the Nurse, Medea’s children 
initially avoid her because of her frightening and unstable nature. 
At the opening of the play, the Nurse and Tutor describe Medea’s 
reactions towards the people around her and state that she hates 
her children. Medea also affi  rms her hatred when she addresses 
them: “Children, your mother is hated, and you are cursed: 
Death take you, with your father, and perish his whole house!” 
(Euripides, 1963, p. 20). Although it is evident that she loved 
her children, Jason’s rejection clearly transforms everything into 
hate. This contests Apollo’s claim that there is no bond between 
mothers and their children, especially when Medea carries her 
children’s lifeless bodies with her. She also undergoes emotional 
turmoil as she battles to kill them (Euripides, 1963). Another 
reason for killing them was to prevent them from falling into the 
hands of the Corinthians, who might avenge Creon and Glauce’s 
murder (Euripides, 1963).  
 In the Greek plays, the duties of the mother mainly revolve 
around marriage rituals. Before her death, Alcestis expresses her 
future inability to carry out the duties incumbent upon mothers, 
of not witnessing the marriage of her children, especially her 
daughter: “your own mother never will arrange your bridal veil, 
be there to hold your hand in childbirth, where her comfort is 
your deepest need” (Euripides, 1974, p. 52). Alcestis will neither 
prepare the nuptial bath for her daughter and bear the wedding 
torches in her procession to her husband’s house nor receive her 
son’s bride into her own house. Similar is Medea’s lament about 

13 See Alcestis (p. 55). See also Hecabe (p. 75), Andromache (p. 162).
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how she will never share her sons’ wedding days, never meet their 
brides or decorate the bridal chamber for them, and never raise 
the blazing marriage torch in the sacred ritual (Euripides, 1963). 
Again, Medea’s lament rebuts Apollo’s claim and indicates that 
Apollo’s argument that emanates from a patriarchal perspective 
is meant to draw a wedge in the natural bond between mothers 
and their children – the kind of bond that is mostly not inherent in 
the relationship between fathers and children in many cultures.
 While the Greek plays portray the idea that mothers have 
limited roles to play in the lives of sons, in practice, in life, when 
an Athenian kyrios (master/father) was away on campaigns, a 
woman could assume signifi cant responsibilities in rearing her 
male children (Pomeroy, 1998). This frequently happened since 
men were often away during wars; or in the assembly discussing 
political matters; or working out of the home to support the 
family.  A father’s absence could stretch over a long period, 
and he could even miss the adolescent age of his children14. 
Therefore, the mother’s role towards the upbringing of her 
children in patriarchal Greece, especially Athenian society, 
cannot be underestimated, neither can the bond between mothers 
and children be denied.
 Despite the above, the children belonged to their fathers 
in ancient Greek law and culture, and mothers had to leave them 
behind in the event of a divorce or the father’s death. In any of 
these instances, the woman (mother) would return to her father’s 
oikos waiting for a new marriage to be contracted, leaving 
behind her children who belong to the oikos of her deceased 
or divorced husband (Pomeroy, 1998; Foley, 2003). She would 
then be obliged to move to her new husband’s home, and the 
process would begin again. This is an indication that a female 
was only a temporary resident in any oikos, which would surely 
14 For example, in Odyssey, Odysseus went to Troy leaving behind his infant son Telemachus.  
Penelope, Odysseus’ wife, raised the child to manhood. From Homer’s narrative, Telemachus 
grows into a responsible adult, and such a good upbringing rested on the lap of Penelope, 
his mother. This is no diff erent from the classical period when the Greeks concentrated on 
militarism, expansionism and domination, which kept most men away from home (Campbell 
& Tritle, 2013).
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have been a factor in how she was regarded by its male members 
(Foley, 2003; Robertson, 2018). Medea, knowing that she would 
eventually lose her children either through Jason’s marriage or 
death, murdered her children and denied Jason successors to his 
home. 
 The Ghanaian plays do not throw as much light on the 
special bond between mother and child as Euripides’ plays do; 
this may be because the bond between mother and child in the 
African context is uncontested. In Edufa, there are numerous 
references to Ampoma’s mother, her womb and the wrongs 
Edufa has committed against her by causing and hiding her 
daughter’s illness. Also, in her dialogue with her husband 
about her impending death, Ampoma expresses concern for her 
children (Sutherland, 1979), but her act of sacrifi cing herself in 
her husband’s stead, is inconceivable in traditional Ghanaian 
marital life. It contradicts the African concept of motherhood; 
the welfare of children takes precedence over everything else 
in a woman’s life (Bonku, et al., 2018), and nothing else is as 
important. The portrayal of aff ection in Edufa also indicates that 
in many instances, children, no matter their age, remain closer to 
their mothers than fathers, in the sense that they mostly remain 
under the care and protection of their mothers. Proverbial 
statements about hens and chickens15 are evident in Akan society 
(Oduyoye, 1995), and often used to refl ect and reinforce the 
bond between mothers and children.
 Custody of children is not a problem in traditional Akan 
systems. Children live freely in the houses of both the father and 
mother but a woman’s children belong to her and her family, 
so her kin share with her the responsibility of bringing them up 
(Kyei, 1992). In Anowa, Osam, Anowa’s father, is hesitant to 
comment on Anowa’s bad attitude: 

Abena Badua, leave me out of this. You know that if I 
so much as whisper anything to do with Anowa, you 

15 Example: akokↄ a ↄbꜫn ↄni no, na ↄdi abꜫbꜫ serꜫ which means ‘the chick closest to its mother, 
eats the thigh of a grasshopper’. 
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and your brothers and your uncles will tell me to go 
and straighten out the lives of my nieces. This is your 
family drum; beat it, my wife. (Aidoo, 1970, p. 75) 

Here, Osam leaves the responsibility of training his child to his 
wife. This is why Old Woman blames Badua for the ‘improper’ 
upbringing of Anowa (Aidoo, 1970). In traditional Ghanaian 
village life, a mother trains her daughter in housecraft and 
house chores and also prepares her for marriage (Kyei, 1992) 
and Ampoma grieves over her inability to prepare her daughter 
for marriage in Edufa (Sutherland, 1979, p. 8). The above 
quotation from Osam affi  rms Ngcobo (2007) and Emecheta’s 
(2007) position that in African motherhood, mothers mostly 
combine the roles of both motherhood and fatherhood to bring 
up responsible children. But the depiction in Anowa is also 
quite diff erent in contemporary Ghanaian communities where 
both parents equally raise male and female children. Osam’s 
statement emanates from the fact that Akans believe that a child 
is made up of the sunsum (soul/spirit) and mogya (blood) and 
that children inherit their soul/spirit from the father and their 
fl esh and blood from their mother. Since the blood and fl esh 
are the source of existence, children are believed to be related 
to their mother, hence, they are considered members of their 
mother’s family ( Awusabo-Asare, 1990). The advantage women 
in the traditional Akan matrilineal society had over those in the 
patrilineal Greek one is that in the Akan systems, a woman’s 
children belonged to the family of her brothers (the woman’s 
maternal family), unlike the Athenian (Greek) society where 
children belong to their fathers irrespective of the bond between 
mothers and children. Yet in both traditional societies, despite 
the roles mothers play, they are on the lowest rung – only valued 
for their reproductive role. 
 The playwright, through Medea, exposes the dangers of 
childbirth in ancient Athens: “and, they tell us, we at home live 
free from danger, they go out to battle: fools! I’d rather stand 
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three times in the front line than bear one child” (Euripides, 
1963, p. 25).  Aristotle (1977) states that childbirth could result 
in the death of both mothers and children. Furthermore, Medea’s 
lines above emphasize women’s physical courage and strength 
as vastly underestimated by men. It challenges the perception 
of women as weak and unable to occupy the space of warriors. 
We agree with  Stuttard’s (2014) argument that Medea’s view 
deconstructs female lives, female emotions, and female courage 
from male perspectives due to her analogy of childbirth and 
warfare. The attitude of women to childbirth is very diff erent 
from that of men. As such, if these lines pay tribute to women’s 
courage, they are from a male (Euripides’) point of view. Thus, 
Medea fully recognises the intensity of female suff ering to the 
extent that she would reject it and appropriate what she sees as 
an easier masculine role for herself ( Nugent, 1993). Similarly, 
in Anowa, Aidoo (1970) sheds light on pregnancy-related 
diffi  culties women go through:

let someone go and see how she suff ered bearing them. 
The nine months dizziness, when food tasted like dung 
and water like urine. Nine months of unwholesome 
desires and evil dreams. Then the hour of the breaking 
of the amnion, when the space between her life and 
her death wore thin like a needy woman’s hair thread. 
O the stench of old blood gone hot. (pp. 111-112)

As portrayed in Anowa, childbirth is a terrifying time for women 
due to complications of maternal and infant mortality. 
 Mothers are normally protective towards their biological 
children. However, stepmothers were notorious in Greek 
tragedies (like Ion, Hippolytus, Andromache, Phrixus) for 
mistreating their stepchildren (Stuttard, 2014), especially when 
these stepmothers are biologically childless. This rivalry and 
animosity that stepmothers exhibit makes Jason’s motive – to 
give a better life to Medea’s children – spurious or questionable. 
In Medea, Jason envisions two oikos brought together as a 
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single unit, with the sons of Medea becoming half-brothers to 
Glauce’s future sons. This seems implausible or risky given 
the possibilities of jealousies and rivalries between legitimate 
and illegitimate children and between children and stepmothers 
( Allan, 2002), and this is confi rmed by Messenger’s description 
of Glauce’s expression of displeasure on seeing Medea’s sons 
(Euripides, 1963). Alcestis sums up her own fear of the intrusion 
by stepmothers thus: 

[G]ive them no stepmother to envy my royal birth and 
vent her jealousy in harsh oppression of these children, 
yours and mine … a stepmother comes in like an 
enemy to children – yes, an adder is not more cruel… 
what will your father’s wife be to you? Might she not 
put evil slanders on you in your fl ower of youth and 
blight your marriage? (Euripides, 1974, p. 52)

This maltreatment could result from inheritance disputes, royal 
births (as Alcestis points), and childlessness. It could also 
emanate when the stepmother has only daughters because, in 
Athenian traditions, the fi rst son manages his father’s estate and 
has sole responsibility for protecting the family cult. 
 Similarly, in Edufa, Ampoma raises her concern about 
stepmothers: “if you should marry another woman, will she 
not envy my children because you loved them with your own 
love and mine combined?” (Sutherland, 1979, p. 10). This 
speech is very similar to the above quotation from Alcestis. 
Indeed, tensions among stepchildren and stepmothers are most 
rampant in Akan polygamous homes, especially when a co-wife 
is childless. Children may mock a childless stepmother, and a 
stepmother may maltreat stepchildren, especially when she 
notices that the father loves and displays more aff ection towards 
the stepchildren than to her (De-Whyte, 2018). This may result 
from societal expectation in which a woman must reproduce in 
order to secure her place in her husband’s house. However, long 
before the introduction of monogamy, and in traditional Akan 
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settings, a stepmother was called ‘mother’ by all the children of 
the man and the children were generally not diff erentiated; the 
wives and children of a man saw themselves as one big family 
( Kallinen, 2004). This situation may have come about as a result 
of the matrilineal system of inheritance and/or the institution of 
polygamy. The children of the wives belonged to their respective 
mothers’ family and therefore inherited from their maternal 
uncles. 
 The polygamous Akan home curtailed envy and bitterness 
among wives and children (Kyei, 1992). However, even in 
typical matrilineal settings, subtle rivalries do sometimes occur. 
Ampoma’s concerns about stepmothers can be analysed in two 
ways: as an adaptation by Efua Sutherland of Euripides’ play 
Alcestis, or as a factual representation of inheritance disputes 
existing during the postcolonial period, or some combination 
of both. The play was set in the postcolonial era when Western 
patriarchal systems had gained root and was gradually 
overtaking the traditional system, when polygamy was being 
replaced by monogamy, and when matrilineal inheritance was 
being set aside for Western patrilineal inheritance. Such changes 
introduced the notions of ‘illegitimate’ and ‘step’ children, 
‘bastards’ and increased rivalries among siblings and relatives. 
However, Kallinen (2004) claims that many people who grew 
up in polygynous households had close relationships with all 
of their father’s wives and denies that the relations between co-
wives and stepchildren were necessarily strained. Much may 
depend on factors such as contested properties and favouritism.

5. Conclusion  
This paper has demonstrated that in both Athenian and Akan 
plays, motherhood is upheld as a marker of womanhood and 
bareness is stigmatised in gendered ways such that women are 
typically burdened with blame, even where male infertility is 
implicated. It has highlighted how longstanding ideologies 
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surrounding motherhood have persisted over time across distinct 
spaces.  In the patriarchal Athenian world, Medea dramatises 
how a woman’s status is tethered to producing legitimate heirs, 
even as Medea claims agency through transgressive resistance. 
Alcestis portrays the self-sacrifi cing of a wife-mother, revealing 
how ideal motherhood can be instrumentalised to secure male 
continuity. In the matrilineal Akan context, Anowa exposes the 
asymmetry of blame for infertility and brings male impotence 
to the fore, challenging conventional equations of masculinity 
with virility.  Edufa, relocates the logic of sacrifi cial motherhood 
in a postcolonial household, where Ampoma’s death crystallizes 
how patriarchal desire for longevity and status can appropriate 
maternal devotion, even within a culture that locates descent 
through women. On the one hand, Alcestis, Medea and Ampoma 
represent the privileged biological motherhood. However, 
while Alcestis and Ampoma embody the privilege and respect 
of motherhood, Medea exposes the destructive extremes of 
maternal expectations. Anowa and Kofi  Ako, on the other hand, 
foreground the devastating consequences of infertility and male 
impotence and Aidoo uses them to challenge normative notions 
of masculinity and femininity ( Ennin, 2014). Together, these 
plays affi  rm that while motherhood is valued as an ideal, it is 
also a site of tension and contestation as the Chorus’ refl ections 
in Medea (Euripides, 1963) expose the unending labour, and 
uncertainty of motherhood as a critical counterpoint to the 
idealization of motherhood. 
 Drawing on African feminist thought, we reveal that 
motherhood extends beyond biological reproduction and that 
childless women, too, embody forms of care, agency, and 
communal responsibility that unsettle patriarchal defi nitions 
of motherhood as depicted from the care of Alcestis, Ampoma 
and Anowa towards other members of their households and 
communities. The persistent stigmatisation of barrenness 
refl ects how both cultures idealise motherhood while silencing 
alternative feminine identities. At the same time, the plays off er 
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moments of resistance and these moments gesture towards a 
subversive critique of patriarchal constructions of gender and 
reproduction. These nuanced representations highlight the need 
to rethink the positionality of obligatory motherhood which 
becomes a socially compulsory role for all women to fulfi l. 
 Art, particularly, theatre, functions as a mirror to society 
and a space for reimagining dominant ideologies. Theatre not 
only refl ects the anxieties and aspirations of its time but also 
functions as a site of resistance, where entrenched hierarchies 
can be questioned and subverted. It reminds us that the stage 
can be a powerful arena for exposing oppressive discourses 
while opening the space for alternative perspectives on gender, 
agency and identity. Therefore, the narrative of motherhood and 
childlessness in works of art, such as theatre, and in the wider 
society needs to shift further to accommodate more of women’s 
complex identities beyond motherhood, as is evident in 21st 
century African feminist literature. The continued production 
of art that subverts traditional gender norms will be vital in 
contesting persistent stereotypes and enabling more inclusive 
and empowering narratives for women. Ultimately, a feminist 
reimagining of motherhood in literature and society holds the 
potential to disrupt patriarchal paradigms and affi  rm women’s 
agency. We therefore call for a deliberate shift in literary 
criticisms and theatrical practices toward representations that 
affi  rm the plurality of women’s lives as agents, leaders and 
social actors.  
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